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College Dreams Dissolved

An Examination of Factors Tied to “Summer Melt” in lowa

By Meghan Oster, Ph.D., Statistical Research Analyst, Iowa College Aid

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

While the need for workers who have at least an associate’s degree is rising in Iowa, the proportion of new high school
graduates who enroll in college is falling. One barrier to college enrollment is “summer melt,” a term that refers to high school
students who plan to enroll in college but fail to do so immediately after high school. This research brief examines both the
number of Towa students who “melt” and the school and student characteristics associated with “summer melt.” We find
that roughly 1 in 5 high school seniors in Towa who indicate that they plan to enroll in college do not in fact enroll in the

fall after high school. We also find that the characteristics among college-intending students most strongly correlated with
actual college enrollment are taking the ACT or SAT and filing the Free Application for Federal Student Aid, or FAFSA. We
therefore recommend that lowa focus on supporting college-intending students through these two crucial steps by surveying
high school students’ college intentions earlier than is currently done. as well as considering mandatory FAFSA for all high
school students. Another possible policy to help raise college enrollment levels would be mandatory ACT/SAT for all high

school students, although the number of colleges that require these tests is declining.
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COLLEGE-GOING IN IOWA

The college-going rate in lowa has declined in recent years (see Figure 1). In 2017, 64 percent of public high school graduates
enrolled in postsecondary education (PSE) the following fall. In 2018 and 2019, this figure was 63 percent and 62 percent,
respectively. For graduates who intended to enroll in postsecondary education, this metric has held steady at approximately
78 percent, which means that about 1 in 5 college-intending high school graduates do not immediately enroll. The

phenomenon of graduates intending to enroll in postsecondary education after high school but not enrolling the following
fall is commonly known as “summer melt.”

Figure 1. College-Going Rates: Class of 2017 Through Class of 2019
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Postsecondary enrollment is countercyclical to the economy: When the economy improves, enrollment at colleges and
universities tends to decline as the opportunity cost of postsecondary education (e.g., lost wages, lost job experience)
increases. In other words, when workforce opportunities are plentiful, individuals are less likely to invest in college because
the cost includes not only tuition and fees but also foregone wages and real-world job experience during the college years.
From 2017 through 2019, the economy provided many job opportunities for new high school graduates, partially explaining
the downward trajectory in college-going rates for all public high school graduates.

However, higher education is worth the long-term investment regardless of the current economy (lowa College Aid, 2019).
Individuals who obtain a postsecondary degree out-earn individuals with only a high school degree over their lifetimes. Those
with postsecondary degrees are also more protected against future recessions because they are less likely to be unemployed during

economic downturns. lowa’s Future Ready lowa goal—that 70 percent of the workforce will have some training or education
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beyond high school by 2025—recognizes that future generations will benefit from postsecondary education because most new

jobs will require at least an associate’s degree (Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, 2015).

Given increased earnings over time, decreased unemployment, and better job prospects, we would hope Lo see an increase in
the percentage of high school graduates enrolling in postsecondary education, not the decline lowa is experiencing. Therefore,

this research brief examines the extent of summer melt in Iowa. Specifically, we examine the following research questions:

1. How many lowa public high school graduates who intend to continue on to postsecondary education do not enroll the

following fall?

2. What student and school characteristics are associated with Iowa public high school graduates who intend to enroll in

postsecondary education but do not?

PRIOR RESEARCH ON SUMMER MELT

Summer melt affects all types of high school students, but low-income students particularly. Castleman and Page (2014a)
eslimate summer melt among low-income students to be between 8 percent and 40 percent. Researchers hypothesize
that summer melt occurs because students lack support from both their high school counselors and their destination

postsecondary institutions (Castleman & Page, 2014b).

Financial aid barriers can also contribute to summer melt. In a sample of students from the Houston Independent School
District, Holzman and Hanson (2020) found that about 25 percent of college-intending students did not immediately enroll
in college in the fall, and selection for verification of their Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAF'SA) increased the

likelihood of summer melt for these students by 6 percentage points.

While researchers have examined summer melt nationally and for some individual states and schools. there has been no
empirical analysis of summer melt in Iowa. Therefore, our research addresses this gap in our knowledge of the relationship

between student and school characteristics and summer melt in Towa specifically.

DATA

For this analysis, we use data from Iowa's State Longitudinal Data System (SLDS). This data system compiles matched

data from several state agencies in lowa: the Iowa Department of Education (IDOE), the Board of Regents (BOR), and

the Towa College Student Aid Commission (Lowa College Aid). We start with high school graduates from the class of 2017
through the class of 2019 from IDOE. This dataset includes information on student demographics, academic assessments and
standardized test participation, and graduate intentions. We match that data (using surrogate IDs included in the SLDS) to
FAFSA data from Iowa College Aid. Then we match these student records to college enrollment records provided by IDOE,
the BOR, and the National Student Clearinghouse. The advantage of using the SLDS is that these data sources have heen
processed, cleaned, and matched using the same algorithm, and a unique ID has been attached to each file that identifies a
student without using personally identifiable information. This is the same data source used to populate state reports, such as

Postsecondary Readiness Reports.

Of particular interest for this analysis is identifying public high school seniors who are college-intending. At the end of their
senior year, students are required to complete an exit survey, and counselors report those results to IDOE. While schools
across the state distribute these surveys at different points in the last few months of high school, in general, this information
is collected at the end of the senior year. The survey asks seniors about their post-high school plans. Students can submit a
variety of answers, including pursuing postsecondary education. joining the workforce full-time, and enlisting in the military.

We use this question to identify students who are college-intending.

lowa College Aid -2- © 2021






